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Executive summary

Ensuring that citizens can vote with little or no difficulty is fundamental to a democracy, 
and an important topic in public debates and policy initiatives.  We report results on disability 
and voting from analysis of two surveys:  the Census Bureau’s voting supplement for November 
2012, and a separate nationally representative survey of 3,022 citizens following the 2012 
elections that includes new measures of voting difficulties and experiences.  The second survey 
was conducted by a professional survey firm, and was stratified to oversample citizens with 
disabilities to obtain a clearer portrait of their experiences and challenges.  

The key results on disability and voter turnout include: 

• 15.6 million people with disabilities reported voting in the November 2012 elections.

• The voter turnout rate of people with disabilities was 5.7 percentage points lower 
than that of people without disabilities.  There would be 3 million more voters with 
disabilities if they voted at the same rate as people without disabilities who are 
otherwise similar in age and other demographic characteristics.

• Employed people with disabilities were just as likely as employed people without 
disabilities to vote, suggesting that employment helps bring people with disabilities into 
mainstream political life.

• The voter registration rate of people with disabilities was 2.3 percentage points lower 
than that of people without disabilities. The lower voter turnout is due in part to a lower 
registration rate among people with disabilities but more to lower turnout among those 
who are registered.

The key results on voting difficulties and experiences include:

• Almost one-third (30.1%) of voters with disabilities reported difficulty in voting at a 
polling place in 2012, compared to 8.4% of voters without disabilities

• The most common problems reported were difficulty in reading or seeing the ballot, or 
understanding how to vote or use voting equipment.

• People with disabilities were just as likely as those without disabilities to say they were 
treated respectfully by election officials

• Almost one-third of the voters with disabilities required assistance in voting, most 
commonly given by election officials or family members

• Among voters with disabilities, 6.5% used extra features or devices in voting such as 
large displays, magnifiers, lowered machines, and accessible voting machines



• While three-fourths of voters with disabilities said it was very easy to vote at a polling 
place, this is lower than for voters without disabilities, and 5.8% of voters with 
disabilities said it was somewhat or very difficult to vote

• Over one-fourth of voters with disabilities voted by mail in 2012, compared to one-sixth 
of people without disabilities.  Among people with disabilities who voted by mail, 
about one-tenth reported difficulties and the need for assistance in filling out or sending 
the ballot.

• Asked about alternative voting methods for the next election, majorities of people both 
with and without disabilities say they would prefer voting in person in a polling place.  
Among other potential options, people with disabilities are relatively more likely to say 
they would prefer voting by mail, while people without disabilities are more likely to 
say they would prefer voting by Internet.

The findings point to the difficulties faced by many people with disabilities in exercising the 
right to vote, and establish a baseline that may be used to judge future progress in improving the 
voting experience for people both with and without disabilities.

The full report is available at 
http://smlr.rutgers.edu/research-centers/disability-and-voter-turnout 


